
 

Can we drink rain? Researchers take a look

June 6 2018, by Rae Ellen Bichell

  
 

  

Jumana Alja'fari, a graduate student at Colorado State University, collects a
sample of rainwater from a home in Fort Collins, Colo. Credit: SYBIL
SHARVELLE / COLORADO STATE UNIVERSITY

Until fairly recently, it was illegal to harvest rainwater in Colorado. Now,
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as in a number of other Western states, it's seen as alternative water
source in an increasingly dry landscape. But is rainwater safe?

Sybil Sharvelle, an environmental engineer at Colorado State University,
is one researcher trying to answer that question.

"We could use that water for irrigation or we could use it for doing
laundry or flushing toilets. We could also even treat that water to make it
potable," she says.

But first, she says, we need to know more about what's inside it, like
bacteria, viruses and protozoa that could make people sick. Those don't
come from raindrops. They come from the feces of scampering roof
animals like squirrels and birds.

In a project called "Off the Roof," Sharvelle is working with households
in four cities, including Fort Collins, Colorado, to test roof runoff in the
coming months for organisms that could cause disease.

Even if the researchers find that the water is full of pathogens, that won't
rule out its possible use for drinking.

"There's actually simple treatment systems that you can use," she says.
"So, if we identify that there are pathogens that we need to be concerned
about, then we just need to design treatment systems that can inactivate
or cause die-off of those particular organisms."
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